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Reading-Changes, Issues, and Wishes
BY ANNETTE

M.

OSBORNE

OAKLAND UNIVERSITY

Changes in Reading Instruction
Never before in the history of education have teachers had the advantage of so much
grounded theory on which to base their educational decision-making. Teachers come from
the universities better prepared both theoretically and practically to make literacy accessible
and meaningful for their students based upon their own education.
Reading instruction is (or should be) no longer considered an isolated subject, to be taught in a sequence of
skill-and-drill activities, using contrived texts. When
reading and writing, speaking and listening, viewing
and representing visually-all the language arts-are
integrated into a seamless block of time and activities,
children can make sense of literacy. When it makes
sense, when it consists of authentic activities, children
cannot help but acquire literacy, given time to develop
at their own pace.
Never before have there been so many good texts
available for children to use for acquisition and
practice of their literacy skills. This truly is a golden
age for children's literature, and teachers are using
literature as it was meant to be used-as a literacy
tool and as a source of pleasure both in and out of the
classroom. Every teacher comes to realize that pleasure taken in an activity will lead to mastery, given
time and support to develop.
However, there is a dark side to this question. Never
before has government attempted to co-opt the curriculum to the degree it does today. The classroom
teacher can no longer feel free to teach in the manner
he or she feels is best for students unless hiding
behind closed doors. No Child Left Behind and Adequate Yearly Progress haunt teachers, often forcing
them to teach with materials and processes that they
know in their hearts are wrong.

Important Literacy Issues
The punitive nature of No Child Left Behind and
the high-stakes testing that underlies determination
of Adequate Yearly Progress must be addressed by
all districts and all teachers. The so-called "scientific research" that frames these big government
programs has left teachers and school districts
little choice but to follow an as-yet-unclarified set
of processes and assessments that hearken back 40
to 50 years to the time of basal readers and lockstep skill and drill activities. The government has
ensured that there is a big financial price to pay for
failure to meet mandated standards, and yet there is
no statistically sound means of measuring success or
failure.
As an offshoot of this, the in-service teachers I work
with often feel isolated, confused, and betrayed. The
supportive instructional situation they learned and
practiced has been pulled apart, and the cohesiveness
of the parent-teacher-school-district connection has
been fragmented in the last few years. Without a supportive professional environment, how can successful
literacy instruction take place?
The children who fall behind on the literacy curve
need extra support and resources immediately and
often for a fairly long period of time. Schools and
teachers cannot meet the needs of these students in
the current climate of politicized literacy education.
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Finally, the very area that led universities to turn
out such outstanding literacy teachers-scientific
research of all design formats that turned into
classroom practice-is no longer valued or utilized.
The scientific research that underlies No Child Left
Behind is not made up of the open, rigorous, replicable
scientific studies of the past, but instead is composed
of carefully culled "research" that supports a preconceived end-the return of a skill-sequence method of
teaching reading. One need only read Coles' Reading
the Naked Truth: Literacy, Legislation, and Lies
(2003), or Allington's Big Brother and the National
Reading Curriculum: How Ideology Trumped Evidence (2002) to understand quickly and clearly how
valued scientific processes have been marginalized or
completely devalued.

Areas of Reading Education that
Need Attention
We need to give children time to read, time to practice
their skills in order to turn out authentic readers who
are proud of their skills and, most importantly, find
pleasure in reading. If we do not do so we will face a
society of aliterates-those who can read but choose
not to. I shudder every time I work with a teacher
who tells me the school library has been closed and
locked due to funding cuts. How can children learn to
read and love reading without high-quality children's
literature to read?
Along these lines, the libraries should contain the
very best of the literature and vast quantities of it.
Children should have the opportunity to read widely
across genres at their independent level. Placing
children in books that are too difficult is a sure recipe
for failure. Again this requires knowledge of children
and books and the resources with which to put them
together in a positive, nurturing atmosphere.
We need to ensure that teachers know their
craft-their art-well and are given the freedom and
resources to practice it. They need to know how to
take many individual approaches to reading in order
to meet the varied needs of their diverse populations.
All too often they have the training, but not the permission to practice it, and of course this too requires
time, patience, and funding.
In order to accomplish this, I believe we must all
become literacy coaches who encourage and teach
and root for the success of all students. We cannot
afford to stand on the sidelines and let politicians and
lobbyists with vested interests tell us, at the class-
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room, district, state, or university level, what to teach
and how to teach it. Throwing out the last 50 years
of careful research-both quantitative and qualitative-should be neither an option nor a threat.

My Wish for the Future
If I had a magic wand I would wish for TIME:
• Time for teachers to devote to real teaching,
their professional role
• Time to replace the daily interruptions and
busy work with large, unbroken blocks of time
devoted to literacy
• Time to laugh and cry over books with their
children
• Time to help all the children who may be
struggling with literacy issues
• Time to allow children to connect all areas of
literacy in ways that are meaningful to them
• Time to reflect daily on what worked and what
didn't
• Time to create authentic assessments that can
immediately inform their instructional decisions
• Time to tutor those for whom literacy is a
struggle
• Time to study their craft-their art.
• Time to be what they are trained and motivated to be-teachers, coaches, encouragers,
professionals

What words of advice do you
have for teachers?
I have simple words of advice for teachers, being one
myself. Be true to what you believe is right in the face
of adverse opinions. Continue to be the wise professionals you are, filled with love of teaching and of
children. Take time to challenge the competent child
and to support the struggling child. Above all else,
trust yourself, your intuition, your judgment. You are
the professional in this crazy educational climate, and
for that you need to be proud and self-confident. Find
those of like mind in your school and form a support
system. You deserve it.
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